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CHAPTER I11 
RITUALS OF DIVINATION AND HEALING 
In this and the subsequent two chapters, I consider various 
dramatizations of the beliefs that were set forth in Chapter 11, 
specifically rituals of divination and healing, rituals of sacrifice, 
and finally rituals of spirit possession. At this point, let me 
be explicit in what I mean by the term "ritual" by citing Victor 
Tuber's usage of it for the Ndembu: 
By 'rite' or 'ritual' I mean . . . prescribed 
formal behavior for occasions not given over to 
technological routine, having reference to 
beliefs in mystical (or non-empirical) beings 
or powers (1968:lS). 
Generally my description and analysis of these three kinds of rituals 
ensues on three levels: the social roles of the participants in 
the ritual performances, the purposes to which the rituals are 
directed by the participants, and the underlying themes that these 
rituals express about the culture of the community. 
Already, particularly in my consideration of sorcery, I have 
given many clues concerning the important place that divination has 
in Hausa religion and thought. Yet unlike the Ndembu of Zambia, 
the divination process among the Hausa is not a public event,,nor 
is the public implied or invoked in divination rituals (the only 
exception being sorcery). The diviners themselves occupy statuses 
of importance and of power. Divining is the sole occupational special- 
ization (aside from farming) of 13 men in Tudu, all of whom, but 
especially the most frequently consulted diviner Abdu, are well- 
known beyond the village confines. All the diviners (madiba) were 
* born outside (cf. Colson 1966) Tudu and have told me in their life 
histories that they had learned their craft from an expert, generally 
a matrilateral relative. This period of apprenticeship was begun 
only after they had experienced a severe illness from which they 
had recovered rapidly after its divination was performed. 
An informal census of my neighbors and informants reveals, 
that, on average, a man consults a diviner about once a month, while 
women rarely visit one at all. The diviner's skills involve the 
prediction of Lucky days (aruwa) and the diagnosis of the cause of 
such misfortunes as poor harvests, illnesses, deaths, and even bad 
luck. All the diviners claim to have guidance ultimately from the 
aljanu or the mush6 spirits--indeed their legitimacy and the legiti- 
macy of the divination process depend upon this claim. However, 
no mystical aura envelopes the diviners or the ritual itself during 
divinations; rather, the diviners are viewed as very special crafts- 
men7 who have learned how to extract knowledge from the spirits. 
When a person wishes to consult a diviner, he simply goes to 
the household of the diviner of his choice and asks the diviner to 
"look into" things for him. The diviner invites the client inside 
his sleeping hut, checks that they are alone, and then the two probe 
into the cause for the client's visit. The client relates all he 
knows on the matter at hand, and the diviner interrogates him thor- 
oughly. If the client is desirous of picking a lucky day to travel, 
the diviner asks for a 25CFA piece (U.S. $12), writes with his fingers 
on the ground, then interprets the hills and depressions in the sand, 
and states confidently that, for example, "the 20th day of the month 
will be lucky if you are travelling south." The client then departs. 
If the matter concerns a misfortune of some kind that has struck the 
client's household, he and the diviner talk at great length on the 
subject, exploring every possibility, The diviner then states the 
fee he will charge to make the divination. The two dicker a bit before 
the client pays about 25% of the agreed upon amount, promising the 
rest when the difficulty has eased. The diviner then writes on the 
sand before declaring what he has discerned. Sometimes a diviner will 
hold off a decision until he reports that he has had a communication 
from a spirit. Most often the diviner identifies by name a spirit as 
the cause of the misfortune and tells his client to take the appropriate 
sacrifice to his matsafi or to consult a healer. 
The divination process, I believe, has a valuable psychotherapeutic 
function, for the diviner encourages his client to detail all his hos- 
tilities and to relate the events which brought them on. The client 
is motivated to reveal all that he knows because he believes that the 
diviner can correctly diagnose his difficulties only when he has full 
knowledge of the matter. Further, the client has the assurance that 
the diviner is pledged to secrecy. Divination then at one level of 
analysis may be viewed as the client's opportunity for personal catharsis. 
The social manipulative possibilities implicit in the divining 
role are indeed great; however, there are some very real constraints 
that operate to check such potentialities. Diviners whose advice 
proves repeatedly useless develop reputations as charlatans; this 
is also true for those diviners whose findings are seen repeatedly 
to serve their own interests. An accusation of charlatanism, if 
widely accepted, could result in a definite loss of legitimacy and of 
income for the diviner in question. In the case of diagnosing mis- 
fortunes, the diviner's legitimacy seems to rest on his ability to 
convince clients of the thoroughness of his knowledge both of the 
social tensions in their households and of the habits and signs of 
the various genres of spirits. In point of fact, a diviner who sees 
many clients, each of w h ~ m  speaks to him in confidence, is in an 
excellent position to understand intimately the ambiance of relations 
both within and among domestic units. 
TABLE 9 
A HEALER'S PATIENT RECORD FOR JANUARY 1969 




Abarta of Duts6 
Barau 
A1 j uma 
Allasan 





Reason for visit 
-- 
Hysteria 
Plagued by the - bori 
with chest pains 
Failure to have 
an erection 
Attacked by the 
bori Izanzana, 
-9  
with back pains 
Failure to have 
an erection 
Attacked by Aljana 
with chest pains 
~ttacked by Aljana 
with chest pains 
Spitting up blood 
Attacked by the bori, 
Sarauniya, with thigh 
pains 
Attacked by the bori, 




Herbs given, 3000CFA 
she recovered 
I washed her with 750CFA 
henna and sent her 
to the hospital; 
she recovered 
Powdered roots 
sewn in an 
amulet; he re- 
covered 
Herbs given; she 1000CFA 
recovered 
Herbs given; he 300CFA 
recovered 
I washed her with 400CFA 
henna and sent her 
to the hospital; 
she recovered 
I washed her with 400CFA 
henna; she re- 
covered 
She drank powdered 100CFA 
roots; she is now (down payment) 
somewhat better. 
I washed him with 250CFA 
herbs; he recovered 
I washed her with 500CFA 
henna, she re- 
covered 
*At the time US $1.00 was equivalent to about 250CFA. 
Like diviners, the healers {bokayg; s. boka)--10 :iltogether-- 
belong to the client households in Tudu. They report that they 
received their training in healing from experts, usually agnates. No 
aura of the supernatural or invocation of divine revelations under- 
girds their legitimacy. Unlike the diviners, however, the healers 
do not have ready-made alternative explanations if their prescriptions 
fail to work. Their main task is to receive referrals from the 
diviners, and to sell aphrodisiacs and medicines (often powdered herbs 
and roots) for minor ailments (see Table 9). Many of the healers have 
capitalized on the presence of the Sudan Interior Mission hospital at 
nearby Galmi, by directing patients to take both their medicine and 
the "European's" medicine. When their patients recover, the healers 
receive virtually all the credit and a substantial fee. 
